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P.S. Vig and The Americanization
Issue During World War I
By Peter L. Petersen

World War I and the Americanization campaigns which
accompanied it had a pr0found impact upon ethnic relations
in the United StatesJ Although German-Americans bore the
brunt of rapidly emerging anti-foreign sentiments, no ethnic
group was totally free of suspicion and public condemnation .
In Iowa, Governor William Lloyd Harding defended his
proclamation forbidding the public use of foreign languages
by attacking the Danish element in the Hawkeye State's
population. According to the Governor, who was speaking
before a large crowd at Sac City on July 4, 1918, young Danes
in Iowa were not getting a proper American upbringing.
Pointing to the continued widespread use of Danish in
churches and schools, Harding alleged "when they get
through they are full grown, 100 per cent Dane." This
suggested an appalling lack of gratitude. "Now, think of a
man who was brought from the filth of Denmark and placed
on a farm for which he was paid perhaps $3 an acre," Harding
asked his audience. "Ye gods and fishes, what Iowa has done
for him he never can repay ."2
Harding's remarks produced a storm of charge and countercharge which buffeted Iowa for weeks . 3 Many Danes were
understandably offended by the Governor's words and
expressed their anger and disappointment in letters to various
newspapers. One such letter came from the pen of Dr. Peder
Sorensen Vig (1854-1928), noted theologian and historian .
Ironically, Vig, who was serving as President of Trinity
Theological Seminary, Blair, Nebraska, had always been
a moderate on the language issue. For more than twenty years
he had been warning Danish-American pastors that the use of
English in their religious services was inevitable. 4 Nevertheless, the tone and content of his letter to the anti-Harding Des
Moines Register reflects the trauma of recent events and is a
clear indication of the shock and anger which many
Americans of immigrant stock felt when superpatriots
questioned their loyalty.5
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TO THE EDITOR :
I hope you will not find it out of the way that I, though not
a present citizen of your state, send you these lines with a
few bits of the past history of my countrymen, the Danes, in
the Hawkeye state. I took my citizen's papers in your state in
1894, in Shelby county, and I have ever since tried to be true
to the oath of allegiance to the United States, which I then
swore, and I have never had the faintest idea that the use of
the Danish language, in public or in private, was contrary to
that oath and to true citizenship, and I do not believe so yet.
His excellency, Governor Harding of Iowa, took occasion
when speaking at Sac City on Independence day, to rap the
Danes of Iowa, without distinction , for not being true
Americans, but ungrateful foreigners who never could repay
Iowa what it had done for them , coming as they were from
the filth of Denmark to wealth and opulence in the ri ch state
of the middle west.
If the papers have quoted the governor correctly, he did
not go to the trouble of verifying his wholesale and unqualified accusation, not to say condemnation , of no small part
of the citizens of his state. Such procedure would not seem
to be in harmony with the great Declaration of Independence,
which certainly was read at the celebration at Sac City. It
would seem that the honorable governor of Iowa must have
had special and valid reasons for making the Danes of all
foreign citizens of Iowa the special object of his gubernatorial
ire on such an occasion . But what the reasons were does not
appear.
I. know we are living in extraordinary turbulent times in
which we see things done and hear things said, which we, a
few years ago, would have thought impossible, and I know
also that public officers in such times have burdens laid upon
them that are far from being light, and that they therefore
need the help and assistance of the public in a higher degree
than usual. But it would seem on the other hand, that a
pb!blic functionary in such times would take special care not
to stir up class strife, and have dignity and respect enough for
the public trust given him not to wound the feelings of his
fellow citizens.
Let me say : If the Danes of Iowa deserve the public
obloquy the governor has seen fit to throw upon them , it is
only right and proper that they get it. But on the other hand
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if the accusation be unfounded, it would seem to fall back
on the accuser and prove him not to possess such qualifications as are indispensable in a public functionary in a
democratic state.
It does not appear how far the governor of Iowa is
acquanted with the Danish born inhabitants of the state. His
words , if rightly quoted, would indicate that his acquaintance
is at best very superficial , and that he has drawn upon his
imagination to get what he wanted for his purpose in hand .
He knows that there are Danes in Iowa, that they speak
Danish and are not ashamed of it, which certainly is true.
And why should they be? It is no fault of theirs that they
were born in Den'm ark, they simply could not help it, for they
had no choi ce in that matter. A person may be born and
raised in Denmark and still be a good American citizen, and a
dog may be born and raised in America and still be a dog.
And it is no crime in them that they speak and use the
language into which they wre born ; it is but natural and not
detrimental to true American citizenship. And a person not
having respect for the language into which he was born is
not worth much as a citizen to any state. And if it be said
that everybody ought to speak the original language, why
then do not the Iowans speak Indian? The name of their
beautiful state is Indian, as far as I know. Why not their
Language also?
Citizenship, true loyalty and the speaking of any certain
language do not absolutely go together. If so were the case
there could be no American speaking traitors nor many true
patriots speaking a foreign tongue. But we all know that there
are many of both classes and only too many of the first.
Patriotism and loyalty are not matters of the lip, but of the
heart, otherwise a parrot might be patriotic, and a stammerer
dying for his country a filthy slacker only, according to the
logic of fanaticism .
No language in itself is either loyal or disloyal, but it is the
use made of such language that counts. That being the true
test of the matter, I am sure that the great majority of
American citizens of Danish birth are 100 percent American,
although many of them can speak the American language but
faultily . And I ought to know, having lived and worked
among them for thirty-nine years, in Illinois, Iowa, Wisconsin
and Nebraska and have m.e t ten s of thousands of them and
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have studied their history of the past in times of peace as
well as in times of war, and I can assure you that my beloved
countrymen, although foreign-born, are not foreigners as far
as love and loyalty to their adopted country are concerned .
That they speak the American language very imperfectly is
no fault of theirs, for they were out of school age when they
came here, had to work, and work hard to make a living to
support their families, and schools were few and far between
in those days, and to get them nearer they had to build them
themselves, and they did build them and took good care to
send their children to school and have them taught the
language of the country. The American schoolma'am was the
most respected person in the community in those days on the
frontier, for she taught the children and the children taught
their parents in turn .
And today, in the majority of Danish homes in America,
they use two languages, the young speak English among
themselves but mostly Danish to their parents and older
people that is American Danish, a most wonderful language
and interesting in the extreme. The old folks speak mostly
Danish for the very good reason that they understand that
best. But they are all, old and young, 100 per cent American
and need no compulsory education to become so, and would
consider such an idea an affront.
But, Mr. Editor, as I have taken up too much space already.
I'll have to close and leave out bits of the past history of the
Danes in Iowa till some other time. Only let me say that forty
years ago a poor Danish minister and his congregation on the
frontier in the southeastern part of Shelby county, Iowa, built
a Danish Folk's High school in which they taught the Danish
immigrants and their children the rudiments of the American
language, history and literature, gave them instruction, room,
board and lodging for the same money that it would take to
live in a boarding house in town. At this institution between
three and four thousand young men and women have got a
start in life which they appreciate today, whether found in
professors chairs or in less conspicuous places, and will
testify that it is not true that we foreign born ministers are
holding our people back from becoming true Americans.
Thanking you for your kindness and the stand you so fearlessly have taken in this principally very important matter.
P.S. Vig, Trinity Theological Seminary, Blair, Neb.,
July 26, 1918.
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FOOTNOTES
1. See, for example, John F. McClymer, "The Federal Government and the
Americanization Movement, 1915-24," Prologue: The Journal of the National
Archives, lO(Spring 1978), 22-41.
2. Sac Sun

I Sac City Iowa / , July 11, 1918.

3. Harding eventually denied attacking the Danes in his Independence Day

address. For an account of the controversy, see Peter L. Peterson, "Language and
Loyalty: Governor Harding and Iowa's Danish-Americans During World War I,"
Annals of Iowa , XLII (Fall 1974), 405-417.
4. Theo. P. Beck, The Professor: Peder Sorensen Vig (Blair, Nebraska, Lutheran

Publishing House, 1946) has little mention of the impact of the war. The best
account by far is Paul C. Nyholm, The Americanization of the Danish Lutheran
Churches in America (Minneapolis, Augsburg Publishing House, 1963), pp.
174-179, 292-295.
5. Des Moines Register, July 31, 1918.
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